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dado que se han observado copulas extra-pareja en la 
poblacion estudiada. 

[Traduccion Autor] 
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Notes on the Diet of Short-eared Owls (Asio fiammeus) in Texas 
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Although a common winter resident along the gulf 
coastal plain (Oberholser 1974, Rappole and Blacklock 
1994), no information exists on the diet of short-eared 
owls (Asio fiammeus) in Texas. This lack of information is 
in stark contrast to the plethora of dietary information 
for the species from other portions of its range (Tomkins 
1936, Banfield 1947, Stegeman 1957, Munyer 1966, Clark 
1975, Wiebe 1991, Rau et al. 1992, Holt 1993, Holt and 
Leasure 1993). Here we report the results of an analysis 


1 Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, Las Palomas 
Wildlife Management Area, 410 N. 13th Street, Edinburg 
TX 78539, U.S.A. 


of short-eared owl pellets collected in the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley, Texas. 

Between 27 February and 3 March 1995, short-eared 
owl pellets were collected from the Marinoff Tract, Lower 
Rio Grande National Wildlife Refuge, Hidalgo County, 
Texas. As a result of activities associated with an ongoing 
vegetation study, roosting short-eared owls were flushed 
periodically allowing for the identification of roost sites 
and collection of pellets. Roost sites were located on the 
ground in grasslands dominated by dense stands of guin¬ 
ea grass (Panicum maximum) (Gould 1975) with a mean 
height of 60 cm. Pellets were collected daily from each 
roost site until abandoned by the owls. 

Pellets were dissected and prey remains collected after 
submerging the pellets in a 1.0% (w/v) solution of so¬ 
dium chloride. After approximately 10 min in the salt 
solution, pellets were teased apart and allowed to remain 
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in solution for another 10 min. The floating material was 
then collected with a fine metal screen and the remain¬ 
ing liquid was poured through a fine net sieve. This pro¬ 
cess was repeated until all skeletal material was separated 
from the hair, feathers, or detritus in the pellets. The 
hair, feathers and skeletal material were then dried in a 
warm oven, and examined with the aid of a dissecting 
microscope. 

Mammalian skull and dental remains found in pellets 
were identified using a skull key (Jones and Manning 
1992). Avian remains were identified with the aid of com¬ 
parative material in the Texas Cooperative Wildlife Col¬ 
lection at Texas A&M University. Insects were identified 
to order with the aid of an insect field guide (Borror and 
White 1970) and the reference collection at the Santa 
Ana National Wildlife Refuge. Estimates of biomass were 
calculated for each prey item identified to species level. 
Average mass estimates used to calculate biomass were 
derived from Lowery (1981) and Davis and Schmidly 
(1994). 

Three roost sites were located during the course of this 
study. Since none of the owls flushed from these roosts 
were banded and/or color marked we could not deter¬ 
mine conclusively the number of owls using each roost 
during the observation period. From these roost sites, a 
total of 48 short-eared owl pellets were collected. Based 
on the remains in each pellet, 38 prey items were iden¬ 
tified. The majority of prey items, 29 (76.3%), were mam¬ 
malian. Of the total prey remains found, the least shrew 
(Cryptotis parva) accounted for over half, 22 (57.9%), of 
the prey items observed. Additional mammal remains in¬ 
cluded three (7.9%) white-footed mice ( Peromyscus leuco- 
pus ), two (5.3%) hispid cotton rats ( Sigmodon hispidus ), 
one (2.6%) house mouse ( Mus musculus), and one 
(2.6%) Mexican spiny mouse ( Liomys irroratus). The re¬ 
maining prey items included one (2.6%) unidentified Ic- 
teridae bird, and eight (21.1%) grasshoppers of the or¬ 
der Orthoptera. 

In terms of biomass, hispid cotton rats contributed ap¬ 
proximately half (44.5%) of the total followed by least 
shrews (25.6%), white-footed mice (15.4%), Mexican 
spiny mice (10.9%) and house mice (3.6%). The large 
contribution of cotton rats to total dietary biomass sup¬ 
ports the inverse relationship between prey size and the 
total number of prey items per pellet (Weller et al. 1963) 
and may explain the low mean number of prey items per 
pellet observed in this study (0.792) relative to previous 
studies (Clark 1975, Wiebe 1991). 

Our analysis provides two noteworthy observations re¬ 
garding the diet of short-eared owls in Texas. The re¬ 
mains of least shrew and Mexican spiny mouse collected 
are the first reported occurrence of these species in the 
diet of short-eared owls. While our results support pre¬ 
vious observations that mammals are the principle com¬ 
ponent in the diet of short-eared owls (Holt 1993, Holt 
and Leasure 1993), the large portion of shrews encoun¬ 
tered differs from previous observations and suggests 


that in areas devoid of microtines, shrews are an impor¬ 
tant food item. 

The number of insects, especially grasshoppers, en¬ 
countered in the pellets of these wintering short-eared 
owls was also of interest. Previous investigations of the 
food habitats of short-eared owls suggest that insects con¬ 
stitute a minor percentage of prey items taken by the owls 
(Wiebe 1991, Rau et al. 1992, Holt 1993, Holt and Lea- 
sure 1993). Because we were unable to identify the grass¬ 
hopper remains to species, no attempt was made to quan¬ 
tify the contribution of the insects taken in terms of total 
dietary biomass. Our results suggest, however, that when 
present grasshoppers may contribute to the diet of win¬ 
tering short-eared owls in south Texas. 

Resumen. —Los restos de fauna obtenidos del analisis de 
48 egagropilas de Asio flammeus mostraron que la mayoria 
de las presas consumidas, 29 (76.3%), eran mamiferos 
Del total, mas de la mitad 22 (57.9%) correspondian a 
Cryptotis parva. Adicionales restos de mamiferos incluye- 
ron tres Peromyscus leucopus (7.9%), dos Sigmodon hispidus 
(5.3%), un Mus musculus (2.6%) y un Liomys irroratus. Las 
categorias de presas restantes incluyeron un Icteridae 
(2.6%) y ocho saltamontes (21.8%) del orden Orthop¬ 
tera. Nuestros resultados documentan la primera ocur- 
rencia de C. parva y L. irroratus en la dieta de A. flammeus 
y sugieren que los saltamontes son mas comunes en la 
dieta de lo que previamente ha si do reportado. 

[Traduccion de Ivan Lazo] 
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